Purpose -We discuss the use of creative qualitative techniques for research studies focusing on young participants and encourage the development of what we term a "child-centric" approach. We hope that by sharing our experiences we can help move forward the discussion of child-centric approaches and methods, providing a useful starting point for researchers considering conducting qualitative research with children, and food for thought for those experienced at researching the lives of young consumers. Design/methodology/approach -We begin our paper with a general overview of approaches to childhood as a social category, discuss methodological approaches to research with children and review the literature that informed our methodological approach. In the second part of the paper we focus on an empirical investigation, outlining a methodology with which we sought to embrace children's active participation. Our qualitative approach incorporates the following: quasi-ethnographic methods; interviews; projective techniques and photography. Findings -It is suggested that by shifting our research focus from a top-down perspective into one that embraces childhood as a culture in its own right, we can greet children within their own language, using terminology they understand, and ultimately providing the context for a more fruitful and exciting data collection process. Our research design was effective in providing children with a voice with which to relate their experiences, and in this way we saw ourselves as facilitators, letting children tell us their own story in their own words. Originality/value -We argue that it is only by recognising and taking on board some of the recommendations that have emerged from the debate concerning research with children that consumer researchers will discover a fuller appreciation of the participants we seek to understand. Lessons from this approach can also be fruitfully used to enhance the experiences of research involving participants other than children who should also benefit from more participant-centred research designs.
Introduction
In this paper we discuss the use of creative qualitative techniques for research studies focusing on young participants and encourage the development of what we term a "child-centric" approach. Drawing on sociological approaches to research, we discuss research processes and methods that locate children as active generators of data (Pole et al., 1999) , and encourage researchers to reflect on their stance towards children. We recognise the influence this "stance" will have on research designs, reflecting recent The Emerald Research Register for this journal is available at
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Exploring innovative methodologies
work that criticises studies that outline only adult conceptions of childhood (James et al., 1998; Pole et al., 1999) and promoting the use of approaches which acknowledge appropriate forms of language and behaviours. We begin our paper with a general overview of approaches to childhood as a social category, discuss methodological approaches to research with children and review the literature that informed our methodological approach. In the second part of the paper we focus on an empirical investigation, outlining a methodology with which we sought to embrace children's active participation (James et al., 1998) . We take on board some of the observations made in the first stage of our paper, and integrate this with a discussion of the methods we used, identifying the issues that were of particular interest to our focus. Our study focused on children's notions of taste and we placed great importance on the need to design methods that situated children firmly at the centre of the research process, coining the term "child-centric" to describe this type of approach. We hope that by sharing our experiences we can help move forward the discussion of child-centric approaches and methods, providing an useful starting point for researchers considering conducting qualitative research with children, and food for thought for those experienced at researching the lives of young consumers.
Literature review
In her ACR presidential address, Roedder John (1997) urged consumer researchers to think outside what she termed the "adult box", reflecting a dearth of research focusing on young consumers. Ongoing sociological debates focus on the question of just what constitutes childhood. Childhood can usefully be understood as a relational term, grounded in terms of its relationship (of difference) with adulthood, and the way in which adults relate to this social relationship (Jenks, 1996) . Much of what we as adults know, interpret or assume about children reflects the differences between adults and children (Jenks, 1996) . There has been a sociological shift "away from the idea of a child as 'becoming' an adult to the 'being child', conceptualised as an active social agent" (Qvortrup, 1994; Harden et al., 2000) . As James et al. (1998:146) note, "Childhood should be understood as socially or culturally constructed. It cannot be straightforwardly 'read off' from the biological differences between adults and children such as physical size or maturity". This suggests that when we research young consumers we should develop methods or media whereby children can relate their experiences through an active role in the data collection, providing children with the tools, environment and ultimately the voice with which to effectively relate their experiences.
As part of this process we need to acknowledge children's diverse competencies, signifying the need for an array of research techniques. James and Prout (1990, p. 6) challenge the view of childhood as a stage of adulthood, interesting for their potential rather than their current status, and recognise the need to understand children "as social actors shaping as well as being shaped by their circumstances". Young children in particular are more accustomed to expressing themselves in creative as opposed to vocal means and research can benefit by using designs which make use of these talents, challenging the perception that children are less active social beings or less competent than adults (James et al., 1998) . These different forms of expression used by children do not mean the data they generate is in any way less rich than adults' (Mandell, 1991) . However, adopting a "top-down" perspective, adults (including researchers) have a tendency to read adult meanings into what they hear children say QMRIJ 8,2 (Hyatt, 1991) . Childhood exists under the watchful eye of adult surveillance, whether at home or at school (Harden et al., 2000) creating a panoptical awareness (Foucault, 1977) . "When kids talk to researchers, they assume the adult is a kind of teacher and that the questions are, again, about getting it right or being wrong. Overcoming that mindset is crucial" (Roper, 1989, p. 20) . Closing the perceived gap between the researcher (as adult) and the child provides an immediate challenge, and developing a rapport with the children in their space and on their terms, provides an integral aspect of the research process. An important aspect of "getting in and staying in" the field (Prosser and Schwartz, 1998, p. 121 ) centres on the decision of what role to take. Mandell (1991) advocates complete participation or taking the "least adult role", involving "suspending all adult-like characteristics except physical size". However, James et al. (1998) question the necessity of assuming this role, advising researchers to attempt "semi participation" and friendship with the children they are studying. Again, this provides a challenge because of the uneven nature of adult-child relations. Bartholomew and O'Donohoe (2003, p. 434 ) urge researchers to "look through the eyes of a child rather than the lens of adult researchers". This involves adapting methods of communication to incorporate language that conforms to children's conversational norms. This should have a three fold effect, firstly, it will ensure we are better understood; secondly it will help children feel more comfortable with the researcher, the environment and the research focus (Peracchio and Mita, 1991) , and thirdly, it provides a check whereby the researchers can ensure they are familiar with the language used by the participant. This understanding is an essential aspect of viewing children as constructors of knowledge in collaboration with interviewers (Holstein and Gubrium, 1997) .
In Table I we provide an overview of recent qualitative studies that have attempted to embrace children's "active participation" (James et al., 1998 ) moving towards a "child-centric" vision. Through inspection of this table it becomes clear that disciplines such as sociology, heath research and cultural studies have moved further than marketing in this direction. With the notable exception of Bartholomew and O'Donohoe(2003) , whose innovative design incorporated a compelling attempt to use a child-centred approach, few marketing studies have acknowledged the debate that is taking place in other subject areas. The qualitative methods summarised in Table I range from interviews and discussions with children through projective techniques, to the full involvement of young people in the research process, from the design of the methods through to the data collection (refer Smith et al., 2002; Kirby, 1999 and Worrall, 2000 for advice and further references). The range of techniques signals a growing readiness by researchers to go beyond the use of words for expression and the communication of meaning (Hirschman, 1998) .
The variety of techniques employed in the studies summarised in Table I provide partial recognition of the need to recognise children's development in social terms, rather than with sole regard to age. Yet there remains a tendency for children to be grouped in age across situations (particularly within the education system). As a result, children become more comfortable and accustomed to other children within their own age group. It is important for researchers to be aware that any social differences observed might originate from these contrasting experiences. When conducting research within a school context, we need to recognise the context as one where children's experiences are clearly defined in age terms, where children's behaviour Exploring innovative methodologies becomes defined as age specific (Harden et al., 2000) . Some of the studies summarised in Table I have made use of other means by which to access their participants (Smith et al., 2002; O'Cass and Clarke, 2001; Russell and Tyler, 2002) but by far the majority of studies focusing on children tend to recruit through schools primarily reflecting the practicalities of accessing participants and related ethical concerns.
Researchers have a moral and ethical responsibility to account for the effects of the research procedures on participants. In studies involving children, much of the concern revolves around the notion of consent, and questions regarding the ability of children to offer their consent (Lind et al., 2003) . In a typical study there may be several levels of ethical responsibility involved (e.g. children, parents, carers, teachers). The Market Research Society code of conduct advises that consent is first sought from the responsible adult -defined as the adult responsible for the child's safety and welfare at the time of the research (MRS, 2000) . "In a protected environment, like a school, the responsible adult will be the person in authority or overseeing the location who has responsibility for the protection of the child/young person" (MRS, 2000, p. 3). In addition to obtaining the consent of the responsible adult in order to approach the child, it is also important to ensure that the child is given the full opportunity to decline to participate at any point in the research. In practice we should perhaps question how willing and able children are to take responsibility for consent, and whether the power relations that exist between adults and children make it difficult for children to opt out of the research process. This presents a challenge for researchers, and again we would encourage attempts to reduce the gap between researcher and child in order that children can feel more confident about making their views heard. Some examples of how we attempted this will be outlined in the next section.
Research design
During the second half of this paper we will share our experiences, taking a reflective look at the means through which we attempted to embrace child-centric methods, discussing the relative merits of the different techniques we used. We do not attempt to come to any conclusions regarding the "right" methods or research design, but we hope to illustrate how we tried to incorporate a "child-centric" approach into our design. To provide some context we begin with an overview of the aims of our original study. It is not our intention to go into this in any depth except where our methodological discussions require it (the findings from our study have been written up elsewhere, refer Banister and Booth 2004; Booth 2003) . Our study explored how children learn to attach negative meanings to products and brands through the socialisation process. We did not focus on a particular product category, but instead explored items that children liked and disliked, with discussions tending to focus on toys, food and clothing. Our focus was not so much concerned with how many children wore Nike trainers or did not like Harry Potter. Instead we sought to explore how children attributed meaning to objects, and under what circumstances these processes are learnt. We developed qualitative research techniques that would help us to explore children's personal experiences and ultimately to discover how and why social structures and meanings are formed, sustained or rejected. It was imperative that we gained an inside view of the research field in order to begin unravelling the dynamic processes in operation (Mason, 1996) and ultimately this meant working with a relatively small sample. QMRIJ 8,2
Our research design consisted of a series of related studies (as recommended by Roper, 1989) , each designed to address the overall aim of the study, in addition to focusing more specifically on one of the research objectives. Like Pole et al. (1999) our intention was to ensure that we gave our child participants a voice, rather than enabling a re-articulation of adult meaning. It was important that the children saw themselves as partners in the research process, and our explanation of the research to them emphasised the idea of co-ownership.
The nature of the research site, a school with routines organised around lessons and timetables, meant the research design had various practical constraints imposed and it was important to maintain flexibility in our design. This decision to conduct research within a school was taken whilst recognising the limitations this choice of research site could present (criticisms primarily focus on the organisation of children within age groups and the power relationship created by teachers' authority over children, which could have implications for the research relationship as well as suggesting that right or wrong answers exist). However, in this case there were two very clear advantages that the school environment could offer. Firstly, there were logistical advantages, as the school provided a means by which to gain access to a number of children within the age group identified. Secondly this site enabled us to gain an insight into the children's behaviour in a social environment, indeed the very environment where many of the meanings associated with products are negotiated. To a certain extent we attempted to control for any negative effects arising from the research site, through the incorporation of individually based methods, which drew on other contexts of the children's lives (the photography exercise and the interviews).
We began with a quasi-ethnographic approach, which helped us to gain a sense of the social world in which children operated, and also helped us to build a trusting relationship within the community. This quasi-ethnographic work continued to a lesser extent throughout the data collection but was most important for the first 3 months. The second phase of the research saw the children involved in various task-centred creative activities connected to the topic under study (projective techniques and self-directed photography). The third and final phase consisted of interviews with the children who had participated in the activities and served as a means to further explore the meanings that had emerged from the previous two stages.
Negotiating access and consent
The University Ethics Committee was consulted about the nature of our study and it was satisfied that our proposed methods were appropriate. Following this guidance, one of our immediate ethical considerations was personal to one of the researchers. Access to the research site was motivated through the attendance of a younger sibling at the school. We took great care to ensure that we limited the potential implications of the research for him, particularly his social relationships in and out of school. We spoke for a month intermittently before both researcher and sibling were satisfied that the research would not represent a threat to him. Once his permission was granted, the Head Teacher was contacted and a meeting organised in order that the study, the research objectives and the school's proposed involvement could be explained and discussed in full.
Once the permission of the Head Teacher was secured, we informed the children and staff of the school about the nature of the study, and the researcher's visits. Great care Exploring innovative methodologies was taken to explain the research to the children in ways that they understood, and for this we were able to draw on the levels of understanding that had emerged during the quasi-ethnographic phase. Using shared language we emphasised the freedom to decide whether to participate or not, and to withdraw participation at any time. From the onset we made it clear that this was a university research project which explored why and how children learn to like and dislike things, that we would be asking for their help and participation and that their opinions were very important to us. Talking about how the findings would be written up in the form of a "book" (i.e. a dissertation) helped to spur the children's enthusiasm.
We then checked the children's understanding of this issue through discussions within groups of children. Although no rewards were offered for participation, the research was designed to be fun and to provide the children with a number of experiences. The Head Teacher and staff of the school felt the initial research activities could be incorporated into the "normal" school activities thus not providing a concern for parents. However, when extra-curricular activities were required (i.e. the photography phase), written information was sent to parents to request permission for their child to participate (for those children that had expressed an interest). This provided an example of a point at which the research design had to be flexible with regards to the particular research setting and ultimately the views of the Head Teacher. Ideally we would have obtained consent from individual parents at an earlier stage, yet we also had to accept the school's responsibility for the children and therefore, their wishes. This slightly uncomfortable situation was partially resolved through bowing to the Head Teacher's knowledge of the school and his overall responsibility for the children's welfare. With hindsight, this conundrum could (and should) have provided an opportunity to educate him on the ethical concerns of research and the need to obtain informed consent from all parties.
The in-depth nature of the investigation meant the children gradually became more and more comfortable with the researcher's presence and this had ethical implications. Some children discussed sensitive issues such as grief, divorce and elements of peer pressure. A small number of issues were raised that were not reported in the main study, in respect of the child's (and their family's) rights of confidentiality. The participants' names were changed in the writing up of the study, in order to respect the children's privacy. A Dictaphone was used for much of the data collection, but was only introduced after a rapport had developed and in all occasions its use was made explicit to the children.
Sample
The school selected as the site for our study educates children in their "middle years" (ages four to eleven), which was regarded as a suitable age group for our study. Within these ages children become increasingly aware of their self-identity yet there are varying opinions about when this process begins (refer Belk et al., 1982; James and Prout, 1990) , with Klein (1987) arguing this begins at the onset of birth. However, by including children between the ages of four and eleven, we addressed these conflicting arguments, and also focused on an age group that are less often studied (James et al., 1998) . The range of ages enabled us to study the development of self-identity and the association of negative symbolic associations with products, brands and activities, the main focus for our study.
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Quasi-ethnographic stage Participant observational techniques have long been considered important methods for social scientists seeking the emergence of a more complete picture of a topic. Throughout the fieldwork, the researcher seeks to explore and understand a culture through long term immersion, which "increases the likelihood of spontaneously encountering important moments in the ordinary events of consumers' daily lives and of experiencing revelatory incidents" (Arnould and Wallendorf, 1994, p. 485; Fernandez, 1986) . Ethnography is becoming an increasingly popular method amongst consumer behaviour researchers (Elliott and Jankel-Elliott, 2003; Greig and Taylor, 1999; Ritson and Elliott, 1999) in order to develop "thick descriptions" of social behaviour.
A difficulty of comprehensive ethnography is the amount of time needed to conduct an appropriate study. Elliott and Jankel-Elliott (2003) use the term "quasi ethnography" to refer to a technique which approximates ethnography but within the limited resources available to researchers. The role of the researcher and the manner in which their involvement affects the field is sometimes viewed as problematic. This aspect of the research interested us. We sought to be viewed by the children as "interested parties who could be trusted and to whom the children would enjoy talking and communicating" (Pole et al., 1999, p. 46) . As time passed, rapport and participant relationships developed, and the researcher inevitably became a key aspect of the research process. We recognised this developing relationship, particularly in the analysis of the data. Reflexive engagement was experienced in the sense of the researcher becoming a child again, yet to the children the researcher may still have represented a "responsible adult" (in the mould of a teacher or parent-like figure) . Therefore, as a researcher it was important to recognise this status as an adult yet to effectively communicate that the role was not to teach right and wrong, as adults tend to do. Childhood is experienced by everyone, and is therefore, part of everyone's experiences, and inevitably the researchers' own experiences were drawn on through reflexive engagement. Researchers also bring an ontological and epistemological position to their work, in the sense that certain behaviours may be looked for when observing the group or community because of assumptions and past experiences (Mason, 1996) . Within the context of this paper we will not go into specific personal details, but it is useful to identify the implications and influence of autobiography in the research process (Griffiths, 1995; James, 1993; Oakely, 2002) .
It was impractical for us to undertake a full ethnographic study due to our particular resource and time constraints. However, the first stage of our study was commensurate with Elliott and Jankel- Elliott's (2003) definition of quasi-ethnography enabling the development of a good rapport, facilitating a comfortable relationship. In order to understand children's lived experience it was essential to gain access into an appropriate research location and to consult children in their collective environment. The school playground provided a place for children to congregate on a regular basis and an ideal opportunity in which to observe social relationships and to explore the broad context of the study -getting to grips with the social practices of the children and their display of aspects of self-identity, through consumption habits. It also allowed us the opportunity to identify possible respondents for the later stages of research. The interaction between the children and the researcher was initially lively but settled down after a short time. The children found the Dictaphone highly Exploring innovative methodologies entertaining and would sometimes shout and scream making it difficult to understand what was said. On the other hand it was useful to use the Dictaphone during these initial stages as it ensured the children were familiar and comfortable with the recording of their responses in the later stages of the research.
Field notes were taken on a regular basis and entered in a research diary, following the recommendations of Elliott and Jankel-Elliott (2003) . These observational notes prompted a progressive understanding of playground interaction and the daily routines in the children's natural school environment. Mason (1996) warns that the presence of an unfamiliar person, that is a researcher, can have adverse effects on the so-called natural setting. These field notes identified this kind of issue, reflecting upon the researcher's role as an active and reflexive actor in the children's world.
It has been a long time since I had been in a busy school playground. The noise alone prompted overwhelming memories of my own childhood as I smiled to myself and found a quiet wall to lean on. The structure of the playground had not changed much. There were the familiar painted white lines for football, hopscotch grids, decreasing circles and footprints. However, the children had their own ideas about what these outlines could be used for. One side of the line was the sea and the other was a boat or a beach. The hopscotch grid featured as a stage for a budding girl band as they sang and danced. (Field Notes, 18 November 2001) .
At other times the field notes recorded important background observations, which provided context and were important for our data interpretation.
Most of the children, at some point, would take a moment to stand and stare at the other children. They would then join in or interact when "something" or the timing determined a suitable opportunity for acceptable intervention, which could be shared (Field Notes, 10 December 2001)
The quasi-ethnographic phase of the research lasted 3 months and produced an enormous amount of qualitative data. Some of this data was directly useful for the topic under study, and all of it was invaluable in forming an understanding of the norms by which these children lived their lives, helping in our development of appropriate techniques for the latter stages of the study. The conversations we became involved in and the observations that were made helped us directly in the formulation of techniques that would hopefully foster the enthusiasm and imagination in play that was so evident in the playground, while remaining true to the focus of the study.
Projective technique: drawing and writing exercise
Engaging children in what might be called "task centred activities" which exploit children's particular talents and interests might provide a better way of allowing children to express their ideas and opinions than the use of more "talk-centred" methods such as interviews and questionnaires (James et al., 1998, p. 190) Projective techniques, as they are generally known, have been used in previous consumer behaviour studies and can provide a fruitful means to elicit responses from children -particularly for abstract themes and ideas. We were eager to develop an activity that would harness children's imagination and encourage their active participation, and maximise the amount of information given. The exercises were designed to provide a means to create mutual trust and acceptance by the children, rather than immediate one-to-one interviews which children sometimes find intimidating (Hood et al., 1996) . Children were given templates, which were blank except for an outline of either a tree, a carrier bag or a T-shirt. Twenty children participated in the exercise, with a range of ages represented and we used Roper (1989, p. 20) view regarding the importance of including children that were both typical and atypical of other children: "We need children who are more articulate than usual, but who still represent the usual case".
The first exercise encouraged children to draw and write on an outline of a tree. This exercise built on the experience of one of the researchers who had previously developed an exercise along similar lines while working with children[1], and was further informed by a series of pilot tests with children in this age range. The exercise was adapted to fit the research focus and designed to encourage the elicitation of different aspects of likes and dislikes. The tree templates were named as follows: tree of disgust; tree of not very good taste; and tree of very good taste. The instructions for these tasks required the children to decorate the tree. An example of the instructions given to the children was: "What things make you say 'yuk!' that's disgusting! . . . .write these things down on the leaves . . . " and they were also asked "Who is walking past this tree"? These instructions drew on language learnt from the playground and were articulated in such a manner that would be easily understood by the children within the specified age group, so both the design of the exercises and the way in which they were explained to the participants were informed by children (via the playground and the pilot study). The t-shirt and carrier bag exercises followed a very similar format and were greatly informed by the pilot study. They were designed in order to encourage responses focusing on consumer products and brands, and the items (i.e. carrier bag and t-shirt) were designed to be gender-neutral in order to encourage a broad range of responses.
Four children completed the exercises at a time in the school library using shared felt tip pens, pencils and wax crayons, which were placed in the middle of the table. The participants were encouraged verbally (and by the prompts on the templates) to draw or write on the templates, including brand names, products, objects and colour, which they thought might "grow" from such trees or appear on t-shirts and carrier bags. The exercises aimed to prompt thought processes associated with negative items, as well as those items interpreted positively. We aimed to give the participants a free rein to express their views, with the intention of prompting detailed child orientated discussion at a later date. We involved children from a range of ages in the exercise, although younger children (of 4 to 6 years old) tended to need extra guidance and, where necessary, assistance was given with writing the words or brands that were suggested by these children, onto the templates.
Previous studies have involved the development of collages using cutting and pasting exercises (Banister and Hogg, 2001; Belk et al., 1982; Hogg and Savolainen, 1998; Nguyen and Roedder John, 2001 ) yet we felt children's perspectives could be better explored if items were drawn onto the templates by hand. Activities involving creativity can sometimes be challenging for respondents who are not used to expressing themselves in this way. Our exercises involved children participating in ways that were familiar to them -drawing, colouring and sometimes writing. However, it was important to recognise these activities are not fun for all children (James et al., 1998) so, for example, we ensured our task did not rely fully on drawing. It was also important to emphasise to the children that they would not be rewarded or Exploring innovative methodologies punished on the basis of their answers (as may be the case with school activities). Some children participated more "successfully", in terms of their skills with drawing and building on abstract ideas, but none of the children seemed frustrated by the task. The exercise was developed in order to encourage children to think about the "problem" or "challenge" they were presented with. Children were encouraged to bring their own interpretation to the task, rather than the "results" of the exercise providing evidence in its own right. The children's creations were used as the basis for discussion, rather than the analysis solely focusing on what the children had produced, which was variable depending on the expertise of the child.
Analysis of these exercises was ongoing. Initially observations of the children and their collages during the exercises were recorded, as well as answers to general informal questioning. The templates were then collected in for content analysis across the group and at a later stage the children were given the chance to talk in-depth about their individual collages (see interview section).
Photography
. . .photographs may not provide us with unbiased, objective documentaries of the social and material world, but they can show characteristic attributes of people, objects, and events that often elude even the most skilled wordsmiths. Through our use of photographs we can discover and demonstrate relationships that may be subtle or easily overlooked Prosser (1998, p. 116) Photography has been used in a number of studies, providing a means to provoke an emotional and expressive response (Belk et al., 1982; Morrow, 1998; Schratz and Steiner-Löffler, 1998) . Photographs can be used as an icebreaker in research projects (Bartholomew and O'Donohoe, 2003) , helping the researcher to foster rapport and providing an alternative to the limitations of language for description (Schratz and Steiner-Löffler, 1998) . They can help to locate items in time and space (Emmison and Smith, 2000) and provide images and representations (Schroeder, 1999 ), which the photographer can then talk about at length. As McCauley (1997, p. 63) says "all photographs are representations, in that they tell us as much about the photographer, the technology used to produce the image, and their intended uses as they tell us about the events or things they depicted". Photography has been successfully incorporated into previous studies that focus on children (Schratz and Steiner-Löffler, 1998 ) and can provide useful visual prompts during the interview process (Morrow, 1998) . The use of photography also means that children can set the agenda for interview discussions (Bartholomew and O'Donohoe, 2003) , thus providing a means to enable children to take an active role in the data collection. The use of self-directed photography in our study helped us to "build a bridge" between our participants and ourselves. This term was coined by Prosser and Schwartz (1998) who refer to a study by Worth and Adair (1972) , who taught filmmaking to Navajo Indians, offering them the means to depict their own culture on their terms.
We asked 12 children to take approximately 12 photographs of things they considered distasteful, disgusting or disliked and 12 pictures of things they liked or enjoyed (i.e. 24 exposures in total). The children were given the task to complete over the 2-week Easter holiday (in order to include their out-of-school experiences). To assist the child with this project, we provided a flyer along with the camera. The flyer incorporated the use of cartoon facial expressions to help communicate QMRIJ 8,2 straightforward and simple instructions. As well as the opportunity to ask any questions before they took the camera home, the children were provided with a phone number in case they or their parents had any further questions. We sought information about the more mundane aspects of consumption (Warde, 1994) capturing a sense of these children's life outside of school (including family life) to accompany the child-centric vision that was encapsulated during the initial stages of this research.
The analysis of these photographs was child-centred, again allowing the children to gain an element of ownership. Once the films were developed, one of the researchers quickly glanced through them. However, when the child who had taken the photographs opened the envelope containing the photographs, no prior analysis of the photographs had been conducted. The child then spoke freely about why he or she had chosen to take the photographs, placing them on one of two boards, one of which represented those photographs featuring likes, and one featuring those that were disliked (drawing on methods used by Schratz and Steiner-Löffler, 1998) .
We used prompts where necessary, but as much as possible the child talked about their photographs as independently as possible, thus maintaining the flexibility of the design. It was important to consider the issue of empowerment and the extent to which the issue of "ownership" (of data and findings) could be considered (Prosser and Schwartz, 1998) . The children were told they could take any photographs they wanted for themselves (following the methods used by Bartholomew and O'Donohoe, 2003 , who ordered two sets of prints for this purpose). Following this stage, the two researchers reviewed the transcript from the interviews, looking for meanings in addition to those voiced by the participants. The process was therefore, one of self-analysis (by the child), supplemented by interpretation and discussion between the researchers.
Interviews
Interviews were carried out with 20 children. Eight of these children had participated in the projective exercises (tree, bags and t-shirt templates) but had not taken photographs. The remaining 12 children had participated in both the photography exercise and the other projective exercises. We kept the interviews fairly short (20-30 min) and they took place in a small communal room. They were semi-structured in order to generate free-flowing conversation. Douglas (1985) suggests a "conversational approach" as this helps to thaw the sometimes-edgy researcher/participant relationship into a more warm and friendly dialogue and increases the likelihood of participants being more natural and therefore, truthful in their responses. In addition, the actual process of listening or becoming a "listener" rather than an "interviewer" is also argued to be productive, as this active engagement with the participants creates a sense of valid importance for the respondent, and helps to reduce any feelings of knowledge inferiority (Douglas, 1985) . We felt this to be particularly important in view of the age of the respondents and their inexperience with research participation. An open-ended approach was used to discuss and understand the meanings of the exercises and the photographs, some of which were ambiguous. Before we began discussing the exercises and photographs, we emphasised to the children that we would not be testing them about what they had drawn or the photographs they had taken.
For those children who had been involved in all the exercises (i.e. photography as well as the projective technique), the interview began by asking the children to open Exploring innovative methodologies the envelope containing the photographs. Their photographs remained in their original shop wrappers, once more encouraging a sense of ownership. The child then began the interview by positioning them on one of two boards, depending on whether they reflected likes or dislikes which instigated ownership, as the child would generally speak first. This fairly simple sorting exercise was enjoyed by the children and helped them to gain confidence in their ability to understand what was being asked of them. Further discussion regarding the trees, t-shirts and carrier bags was integrated naturally where the conversation coincided with the photograph. This often led to the conversation bouncing between the two activities. Frequently the projective techniques displayed items which were present in the photographs, and helped to clarify why items were (dis)favourable to the child. Where photographs were absent, discussion focused on what the children had drawn or written during the projective activities. Sometimes the children had not managed to compete their projective technique, and this provided the opportunity to ask what could have been done in order to provide a full understanding, they were also asked if they had changed their mind about any of the drawings.
As with the quasi-ethnographic stage, each participant was asked at the beginning of the interview for permission to tape the discussion. The purpose of the discussion was explained; that we were going to discuss how they (the participant) learned to like and dislike things. The children laughed frequently about pictures they had taken, and the things they had written or drawn on their templates and would be asked why something was funny. This was seen as a good starting point for conversation. Sometimes they would look at the door when they were relating something a little mischievous, or a story about their experiences of sibling rivalry. It felt like a time where children could talk about important aspects of their lives, as if by this stage the researcher had become neither adult nor child to the children. In the playground a 9 year old girl said: "It's ok to say anything to you [ ] you're not like the teachers". On occasions, children talked about personal issues such as divorce, grief and fears and this highlighted the extent to which the children "opened up" in the interviews, which was strengthened by the time that the researcher had spent with the children.
One of the main challenges with interviewing children is the difficulty understanding some of their language. It is recommended that the interviewer is familiar with the age group under study, and it is something that becomes easier as an ear is developed for the words used. We drew on Ritson and Elliott' (1999) use of shared language, incorporating this into the research process through the use of words or expressions frequently used by the children (e.g. "cool", "yukky", "smart", "wicked"). At the end of each interview, each child was thanked for helping with the research. To reinforce their involvement they were given the opportunity to take any of the photographs with them if they so wished. If any photographs were taken these were noted and the child was escorted to either the playground or their class.
Analysis of the data
Understandably, an enormous amount of data resulted from the methods we have outlined. This gave us the opportunity to immerse ourselves within the topic under investigation and gain some understanding of children's experiences relevant to the topic. Data analysis was ongoing throughout the data collection, with themes and QMRIJ 8,2 categories finalised in the latter stages. This gave us the opportunity to conduct preliminary analysis, followed by a period in which we socially distanced ourselves from the field, providing us with the opportunity to reflect upon the experience as a whole.
Therefore, once the fieldwork and data collection were complete, we returned to our initial phases of data and resumed our analysis, searching for patterns amongst our data as a whole. Patton (2002) describes this process as "pattern recognition" and suggests this to be part and parcel of thematic analysis. We used inductive analysis (Patton, 2002) to interpret our data, reading and comparing our data, letting findings gradually appear. Rooting ourselves in the data in this way encouraged our understanding and interpretation of the embedded meanings of what children disliked or found distasteful. Patterns and themes then became increasingly apparent and meaningful. The second phase of our analysis could be described as data reduction. Through this process we sought to conceptualise emerging patterns to source the origins of such patterns (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Patton, 2002) . This process enabled the organisation of data in such a way, which allowed us present our findings coherently.
Concluding remarks
We do not claim that the methodologies outlined in this paper or the overarching child-centric view that we espouse is a new one. In fact considerable debate has been ongoing within sociology and other fields. However, this debate does not seem to have yet reached the fields of marketing and consumer research, and we urge consumer researchers to think carefully about ways in which they can attempt to reach as full an understanding of their participants as possible, particularly when such marked differences exist in the relationship between the researcher and the researched (e.g. as adult and child).
Our literature review suggested that in order to experience children's tastes and distastes we would need to "go back to school". A quasi-ethnographic approach provided a good starting point as this involved getting to know children in the school environment, away from the influence of parents. We wanted to adopt methods with as little structure as possible as we wanted to avoid putting words into the children's mouths, or in any way encouraging certain responses above others. Therefore, projective techniques featured prominently in our methods, as they prompt insightful data without being intrusive, and built on this further with the photography exercise.
We like to think that we provided the children with the tools to be able to tell their own story. Although invariably we brought our own interpretation to the analysis, as much as possible we tried to retain the children's voices, using the researchers' voices to clarify aspects and to suggest similarities and differences (see discussion in Stern, 1999 of different means of representing verbal data). By taking the time to become acquainted with the children and their ways of interaction, we became accustomed to their daily routines. The quasi-ethnographic element of the design was invaluable for the development of a shared language, which inevitably assisted us enormously with developing a confident rapport, and we were rewarded with detailed and insightful responses. Through providing media such as photography and projective techniques, whereby the children generated data themselves, we establish the importance of maintaining a child-centric perspective when researching children and their understanding of the consumer world.
Exploring innovative methodologies
Children have long been seen as difficult or somewhat "incompetent" research participants. It is suggested that by shifting our research focus from a top-down perspective into one that embraces childhood as a culture in its own right, we greet children within their own language, using terminology they understand, and ultimately providing the context for a more fruitful and exciting data collection process. Ownership, active participation and an environment that responds to needs such as shared language and respect are considered to be central to this child-centric approach. Our own experience suggests that children can be incredibly keen, able and ultimately useful research participants, but we need to harness their involvement and expertise in different ways to adult participants. Our research design was effective in providing children with a voice with which to tell us about their experiences, and in this way we saw ourselves as facilitators, letting children tell us their own story in their own words. Ironically, perhaps the most successful method was the one in which we handed children the most responsibility -the photography exercise. With this exercise we demonstrated our trust in the participants and they rewarded us by taking the task seriously. The photographs allowed us a huge insight into the lives of the children, they decided for themselves what the subject matter of their photographs was going to be, and also took the initiative with the analysis that followed. With the help of these photographs as prompts, the children led the discussion, inviting us into their world, a crucial aspect of this child-centric approach. Perhaps the over arching lesson that our experiences taught us, was to design methods which children would not only enjoy, but would invite them to feel some kind of co-authorship in the research process. In future designs, we will attempt to take this further involving child participants far more in the initial design stages as well as data collection (refer Kirby, 1999; Smith et al., 2002 and Worrall, 2000 for a guide to methodological issues) as perhaps this is the only means by which to achieve a truly child-centric approach.
Our encouragement to consumer researchers to adopt this "child-centric" approach reflects ongoing debates within sociology (James et al., 1998; Pole et al., 1999) which are yet to reach the consumer behaviour arena. We argue that it is only by recognising and taking on board some of the recommendations that have emerged from this debate that consumer researchers will discover a fuller appreciation of the participants we seek to understand. Lessons from this approach can also be fruitfully used to enhance the experiences of research involving participants other than children -such as ethnic minorities, economically disadvantaged consumers and consumer with disabilities -who should also benefit from more participant-centred research designs. Note 1. One of the researchers had developed what she termed the "tree of life" whilst working with children with emotional and behavioural issues who had difficulties articulating their views.
